Epidemiological and clinical features of imported malaria at the three main hospitals of the Friuli-Venezia Giulia Region, Italy.
Imported malaria cases continue to occur in non-endemic regions among travellers returning from tropical and subtropical countries. At particular risk of acquiring malaria is the group of travellers identified as immigrants who return to their home country with the specific intent of visiting friends or relatives (VFRs) and who commonly believe they are immune to malaria and fail to seek pre-travel advice. Our aim was to review the current trends of imported malaria in the three main hospitals of the Friuli-Venezia Giulia region (FVG), North Eastern Italy, focusing in particular on patient characteristics and laboratory findings. In this retrospective study, we examined all malaria cases among patients admitted from January 2010 through December 2014 to the emergency department of the three main hospitals located in FVG. During the 5-year study period from 2010 to 2014, there were a total of 140 patients with a diagnosis of suspected malaria and who received microscopic confirmation of malaria. The most common species identified was P. falciparum, in 96 of 140 cases (69%), followed by P. vivax (13%), P. ovale (4%), P. malariae (4%), and mixed infection (4%). The most common reason for travel was VFRs (54%), followed by work (17%), and recent immigration (15%). Moreover, 78% of all patients took no chemoprophylaxis, 80 (79%) of whom were foreigners. Notably, the percentage of Italian travellers who took chemoprophylaxis was only 20% (8 of 39 Italian cases), and the regimen was appropriate in only four cases. Parasitaemia greater than 5% was observed in 11 cases (10%), all due to P. falciparum infection. We highlight that VFRs have the highest proportion of malaria morbidity and the importance of improving patient management in this category. These data are useful for establishing appropriate malaria prevention measures and recommendations for international travellers.